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Abstract
The town of Grand Isle, Louisiana, and its rich geographic history, can offer insight into
the early history of the State of Louisiana and the establishment of the United States as a
country, as well as the study of the formation of barrier islands and methods of land use with
such areas. The following thesis presents a geographic, as well as a historical, analysis of Grand
Isle’s history. It attempts to answer the following questions: What is the shape, form, and
origin of the physical landscape of Grand Isle? How have humans interacted with the land and
surrounding areas of Grand Isle? And what impacts, if any, have these interactions had on the
island and its landscape? These questions include research into both the built environment and
the natural environment.

Keywords:
Geography, Historic geography, Grand Isle, Coastal Louisiana, Built environment, Natural
environment
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Introduction
Grand Isle, Louisiana is one of many barrier islands that separate the mainland from the
Gulf of Mexico. These particular islands are a phenomena resulting from sediment transported
by currents and waves and can reach a length of up to 3,500 miles along some coasts around
the world. An important role of a barrier island is to limit storm surge and slow saltwater
intrusion. There are few barrier islands that are inhabited along the Gulf Coast. Along with
Grand Isle, Galveston Island in Texas, Dauphin Island in Mississippi, and Santa Rosa Island in
Florida are among the few. Although all of
these islands have many shared qualities
(all are resort towns with recreational and
commercial fishing industries), Grand Isle’s
placement

near

the

mouth

of

the

Mississippi River makes this particular
Figure 1. The location of Grand Isle, Louisiana (OpenStreetMap
contributors 2015).

inhabited barrier island unique. The island

faces the highest risk of coastal erosion compared to any other barrier island along the Gulf of
Mexico. The barrier islands of Louisiana have decreased by more than 40 percent, some as high
as 75 percent, in the last 100 years (Williams et al. 1992).
The history of Grand Isle, Louisiana is not as illustrious as a major city’s. After all, Grand
Isle is just a small town located on a narrow piece of land barely 6 miles long and less than a
mile wide. The small island does, however, have a history. The island’s early settlers survived
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economically through various industries, such as fishing, agriculture, and raising cattle. Grand
Isle’s first major economic activity was sugarcane production, with four registered plantations
by 1830. These plantations consisted of a sugarhouse, mills, small homes, carpenter shops,
stables, draining machines, blacksmith shops, slave quarters, as well as many other buildings
(Swanson 1975). The area saw the illicit activities of many pirates, most notably Jean Lafitte,
and profited from their pillages. The lumber, shrimping, and oyster harvesting industries were
huge economic activities for Grand Isle. Lumber production eventually stripped the area of the
cypress stands that filled Barataria Basin and the industry died; however, the fishing industry
continued to grow with an influx of Filipino and Chinese migrants who settled in Grand Isle and
the surrounding areas.
After the Civil War, Grand Isle became a recreational resort with the completion of the
New Orleans, Fort Jackson, and Grand Isle railroads. Large scale resorts took over former
plantations and a pattern of summer visitation to the narrow island evolved. Summer
vacationers, consisting of New Orleans and south Louisiana’s wealthiest, who wanted to escape
the city and heat and enjoy the island’s beaches traveled to island and took up residence for
the summer months.
Grand Isle has been heavily hit by many hurricanes over the last century and a half. The
hurricane of 1893 destroyed many of the settlements around Barataria Basin and, as a result,
many of these early settlements were abandoned. The inhabitants of Grand Isle rebuilt their
small town, only to have the island be hit over 10 more times between 1909 and 2008 by
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hurricanes ranging from a Category 1 to a Category 4. Many of these hurricanes caused severe
damage, while others only caused minor damage.
Today, Grand Isle remains a small recreational resort town, with camps dotting the
landscape. Fishing is still an important part of Grand Isle’s culture and economy. The island and
its surrounding area have more than 280 species of fish in the surrounding waters, attracting
recreational anglers and commercial fisherman from around the United States. The Grand Isle
Migratory Bird Festival was established in
1997 to facilitate the preservation and
restoration of the island’s chénier habitat.
Because of its growing popularity, the
festival has grown from a one-day to a threeday event.

Figure 2. Grand Isle, Louisiana (OpenStreetMap
contributors 2015).

The following thesis presents a geographic, as well as a historical, analysis of Grand Isle’s
history. It attempts to answer the following questions: What is the shape, form, and origin of
the physical landscape of Grand Isle? How have humans interacted with the land and
surrounding areas of Grand Isle? And what impacts, if any, have these interactions had on the
island and its landscape? The answers to these questions may help us to understand how much
impact, given the complex evolution of land forms, humans can have on the environment and
how much of an impact the environment has on humans. These questions include research into
both the built environment and the natural environment.
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Methodology
The first step in developing this thesis was to determine what information to
include regarding Grand Isle’s history. While there is a significant amount of research available
on Grand Isle, there is not a comprehensive history (including the history of Grand Isle’s
physical formation, as well as its human history) available. Because a total comprehensive
history of Grand Isle would exceed the length expectations of a thesis, the information included
in the thesis is limited to the actual physical formation of the island and the human interaction
with the island. The thesis leaves out information regarding vegetation and wildlife. What this
thesis does include is an analysis of the still existing historic resources. The information pulled
from this analysis can help our understanding of the building patterns of the early settlers and
how those buildings have continued to survive over the last 200 years. This is significant
because it provides visual evidence that in addition to humans having an impact on the
environment, the environment had an impact on humans as well. The information is arranged
by topic: formation, prehistoric settlement, historic interaction, and an architectural history of
the island. The primary resources for information on Grand Isle are previously conducted
cultural resource surveys of Grand Isle and the surrounding areas. Additional research
conducted includes archival research (journals, maps, historic documents, and other official
documents), as well as on-site analysis of landscape features and existing conditions. On-site
analysis of the landscape features and existing conditions, as well as a review of existing
geomorphology and geology articles and journals, was used to determine what the shape,
form, and origin of the island is in addition to the possible impacts human interaction has had
on the island. This on-site analysis also included locating the existing historic buildings. Global
4

Positioning System (GPS) data of the historic buildings was collected to determine whether
there are any discernable patterns as to why these particular structures still exist and what that
might suggest about human interaction with the island. Historical research was used to
determine the history of the island and the surrounding areas.
To create a visual layout of the existing historic buildings, a spreadsheet of the 14
structures was created using the name of each structure, the street name that each structure
was located on, the Longitude and Latitude in decimal degrees of each structure, and the
approximate construction date of each structure. These structures were chosen because they
were built in 1930 or before. A shapefile of historic Grand Isle buildings was created by
importing an excel file of XY coordinates into a geodatabase and then merged with the existing
shapefile of the United States from the GIS data files, and the Jefferson Parish roads and
Louisiana Highway shapefiles from LSU Atlas.
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Figure 3. The properties listed as "historic" by the Grand Isle Visitor's Bureau.

NAME
Chighizola House
DeMolle Home
Old Ludwig Store
Crosby House
St. Aubin Rigaud House
Adam Minnich House
Robbin House
Adam House
Caillot's Villa
Poche Home
Hirvin Bathelmey
Home
Thayer Home
Valence Home
The Oleander Hotel

Address
Melon Ln
Adams Ln
Ludwig Ln
Coulon Rigaud Ln
Coulon Rigaud Ln
Coulon Rigaud Ln
Coulon Rigaud Ln
Community Drive
Community Drive
Community Drive

Latitude
Construction Decimal
Longitude
Date
Degrees
Decimal Degrees
1888
29.2333389
-90.0016250
1893
29.2325556
-90.0012667
1857
29.2355917
-89.9990000
1840
29.2351111
-89.9984972
1798
29.2356833
-89.9982417
1890s
29.2351528
-89.9979861
1893
29.2349583
-89.9978139
1860s
29.2368583
-89.9955833
1890
29.2363417
-89.9956278
1875
29.2353806
-89.9952028

Post Lane
Landry Ln
Cemetery Ln
Ludwig Ln

1880
1870
1888
1930
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29.2360917
29.2376083
29.2380417
29.2324250

-89.9937750
-89.9921556
-89.9921056
-89.9971250

Natural Setting
The “natural setting” of a landscape are the natural aspects that have influenced the
development and physical form of a landscape. A section documenting the “natural setting” of
a landscape typically includes a detailed analysis of the following: 1) geomorphology (the largescale patterns of the land forms); 2) hydrology (the movement, distribution, and water quality);
3) wildlife and native vegetation; 4) climate (temperature, wind velocity, and precipitation).
Because of the level of detail and technical expertise required to fully undertake a complete
documentation of the above-mentioned topics; this report will only discuss the
geomorphological and hydrological history of Grand Isle.

Historical Geomorphology
The landscape in which Grand Isle is located has had a lasting effect on where and how
humans have lived and survived in the past. Wetlands are plentiful in the region, but
inhabitable land is scarce. Changes in the physical landscape and biological communities due to
rapid geomorphic (relating to the form of the landscape and other natural features) processes
have been extreme. Elevation differences of a few centimeters can make a difference between
inhabitable and uninhabitable conditions. For the Grand Isle area, these conditions are
changing constantly. Understanding the geomorphic process is very important in determining
and estimating where humans have interacted with the landscape.
Grand Isle is an elongated, narrow landform that runs from northeast to southwest. It is
the largest and most western of the barrier islands that separates Barataria Bay (north of the
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island) from the Gulf of Mexico (south of the island). Barataria Bay, formerly known as Grand
Lake, expands from the southern end of a large interdistributary basin that lies between the
meander belt of the Mississippi River to the east and the abandoned Bayou Lafourche
distributary to the west (Kosters 1989). Distributaries are defined as branches of river that flow
away from the main source (Huggett 2007: 138). And interdistributary areas commonly
describe floodplains in which fresh water changes from brackish to saline, such as swamps to

Figure 4. Historic map of Grand Isle, ca. 1813 (Evans et al 1979).

marshes (Einsele 2000: 163). The Mississippi River delta plain, characterized by distributaries
and interdistributary areas, forms a considerable part of coastal Louisiana. Particularly along
the coast of Louisiana, it includes land features and areas where sediment has been shaped by
wave action, such as barrier islands (a coastal landform occurring in chains). Barataria Pass,
formerly known as Grand Pass, lies to the west and the westernmost of three islands that form
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the Grand Terre complex to the east. It is located in extreme southeastern Jefferson Parish, 47
miles south of New Orleans and 45 miles west of the active mouth of the Mississippi River
(Goodwin et al. 2005: 6). Grand Isle is a low, slightly rolling, sandy island with an elevation of
only 6 to 7 feet above sea level (Conaster 1969). Three types of terrain generally exist on the
island. These terrains consist of an active beach with dunes, a terrain of beach ridge accretion
and washover deposits, and bayside terrain of intratidal wetlands. These terrains are difficult to
discern on Grand Isle due to the continued urbanization and development. The beach and
seaward boundaries of Grand Isle have been rehabilitated heavily by artificial beach
nourishment, timber groins constructed to catch long shore sediment drift, and a jetty built at
the east end of the island in 1958 in an effort to reverse land loss due to coastal erosion
(Penland et al. 1986).

Physiography
Grand Isle is situated in the Mississippi River delta subsection of the Lower Mississippi
Valley section of the Gulf and Atlantic Coastal Plain Province of North America (Murray 1961).
The delta plain consists of a near-sea-level, flat alluvial (consisting of clay, silt, or sand) plain of
approximately 15,430 square-miles in area. This plain is dominated by long, low, narrow
distributary ridges that are separated by broad interdistributary wetlands (intertidal swamps
and marshes) (Goodwin et al. 2005: 8). This area contains the Lafourche Delta Complex and the
Barataria Interlobe Basin (in which Grand Isle is located) physiographic features.
Lafourche Delta Complex
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In the central part of the delta plain, there is an unusually complex pattern of
southeastward-trending, branching, and sometimes interconnected distributaries that makeup
the Lafourche Delta Complex. These are also sometimes referred to as subdeltas (Goodwin et
al. 2005: 8). The area, which includes Grand Isle, is referred to as the Barataria Interlobe Basin.
As far as the island is concerned, several physiographic elements are especially significant. The
Barataria Interlobe Basin is an approximate 93-mile-long basin that lies between the natural
levees of Bayou Lafourche to the southwest and the natural levees of the Mississippi River to
the northeast (Goodwin et al. 2005: 8). This basin opens into Barataria Bay and consists of
brackish and saline marsh.
Each of the delta distributaries of the Lafourche complex once carried Mississippi River
discharge, carried a significant suspended sediment load, periodically flooding the banks during
peak flood seasons, and built prominent natural levees that constitute the ridges (Goodwin et
al. 2005: 8). When the distributaries were active, the stream channels were considerably larger
than the present ones, which are now insignificant streams with very little flow.
The natural levee ridge that borders Bayou Lafourche is the largest in the area,
averaging less than a mile in width and with peak elevations adjacent to the bayou of
approximately 7 feet above sea level. From the top, the levee surfaces on each side of the
channel slope outward to the elevation of the adjacent wetlands, which is only about 1 to 2 feet
above sea level. The levees along the nearby Bayou Blue distributary are considerably smaller
indicating a smaller original discharge and/or a shorter length of activity, and an older age
(reflecting the progressive effects of subsidence – the sinking of an area of land) (Kosters 1989).
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The Bayou Blue ridge has a total width of only approximately 1,300 feet and the highest crest
elevations are only approximately 3 feet above sea level. Regardless of these small dimensions,
the levees have provided the only permanently livable land in the area (Kosters 1989).
Barataria Interlobe Basin

The apex of Barataria Basin is found at Donaldsonville, Louisiana, at the point where
Bayou Lafourche branches off the Mississippi River. From this point, the Barataria Interlobe
Basin extends southward for approximately 93 miles to Grand Isle, and it widens to
approximately 50 miles at the Gulf of Mexico. The topography of the basin is marked by lakes,
distributary channels, interdistributary channels, and swamps and marshes. The vegetation
within the area ranges from forested fresh water at its apex to treeless salt water marsh along
its gulf ward edge (Kosters 1989).
The basin is a large interdistributary basin that lies between portions of the Lafourche
Delta Complex to the west, the Plaquemines Delta Complex to the east, and the Metairie-St.
Bernard Delta Complex to the north (Goodwin et al. 2005: 9). At various times, splays (local
accumulation of bed-load materials spread from channel on to bordering floodplains),
distributaries, and even the Bayou des Families subdelta of the Metairie-St. Bernard delta
complex have covered portions of the Barataria Interlobe Basin (Huggett 2007: 76; Goodwin et
al. 2005: 9). Only the youngest of these distributaries and subdeltas have not subsided entirely
beneath the marsh, swamp, and open water that cover the Barataria Interlobe Basin (Kosters
1989).
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A major characteristic of the Barataria Interlobe Basin is open bodies of water. These
bodies vary greatly in size from ponds that measure only a few meters in diameter to large
inter-basin lakes such as Lac des Allemandes, Little Lakes, and Lake Salvador. Traveling from
north to south, the size of the bodies of water increases until the bodies merge to create even
larger bodies of water such as the Barataria Bay, Bay de Ilettes, and Caminada Bay (Kosters
1989).

Sedimentary Environments
The most significant geomorphic features of Grand Isle are the active beaches. These
are low, gently sloping features composed of fine sand with shells and shell fragments. The
beaches surrounding Grand Isle have been enlarged extensively over the last several years by
groins (barriers built out into a body of water to protect a coast or harbor from waves) and
artificial beach nourishment to prevent further land loss from occurring. Historically, the
beaches had a width of 328 feet. With restoration efforts, the beaches now have a width of
approximately 1,972 feet at the northeast end of the island. Behind the beach is a low dune
ridge measuring approximately 49 feet in width and only 6 to 7 feet in height. The dunes on the
island consist of fine to very fine sand and are sparsely vegetated with beach grasses and have
suffered major damage as a result of hurricane storm waves. Submarine bars (or offshore
sandbars) are present offshore from the beaches of Grand Isle and they extend seaward for as
much as 9,842 feet off the eastern end of the island. These sandbars are underwater, but they
may become visible at very low tide (Goodwin et al. 2005: 16).
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Behind and inland from the ridge, the landscape of Grand Isle consists of tracts of
narrow, linear, built-up ridges separated by narrow, low tracts of marshland called “swales”
(Goodwin et al. 2005: 16). The ridges measure approximately 4 feet in height and
approximately 35 ridges units are present (Goodwin et al. 2005: 16). Each ridge represents a
shoreline position of a beach and ridge
that was stable for a brief interval
during an overall period of seaward
build out. The pattern of ridges and
swales indicates the direction of net
island growth, which in the case of
Grand Isle has been to the northeast.
On the southwestern half of the island,
Figure 5. Composite study of Grand Isle sand beds (Conaster 1971).

the built-up landscape is covered with

“washover fan deposits.” These are sheet-like sand deposits created when storm surges broke
through the dune ridge and flowed across the island into the adjacent bay waters (Conaster
1971).

Stratigraphy
According to Conaster (1971), the Holocene (second epoch of the Quaternary period)
substratum of Grand Isle is divided up into four separate sand bodies. They are the “A,” “B,”
“C,” and “D” sand bodies and range from the surface of Grand Isle to approximately 320 feet
(Figure 2). The “A” sand bed is the most current sand bed at Grand Isle and is composed of “fine
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to very fine, gray to dark-gray sand” that is “loose with a high silt content in places, and has
minor constituents of shell, organic matter, roots, clay pockets, and wood” with a thickness of
up to 32 feet in some places (Conaster 1971). The “B” sand bed is the described as “fine grained
with high silt content in some places” and has the same coloring as the “A” sand bed and starts
at approximately 32 feet in some areas of the island (Conaster 1971). Clay wedges separate the
“A” sand from the “B” sand. The “C” sand bed is dense gray silty sand and starts at
approximately 100 feet (Conaster 1971). The final sand bed is the “D” sand bed. This sand bed
starts at approximately 204 feet and consists of “very hard, gray, fine-to-medium-coarsegrained sand, being silty with some gravel” (Conaster 1971).

Prehistoric Context
The cultural sequence of Louisiana traditionally has been divided into three stages: the
Paleo-Indian, the Archaic, and the Woodland (Neuman 1984). The Paleo-Indians (10000 – 6000
B.C.) are the first peoples who entered the North American continent during the first glacial
episode of the Pleistocene period. The Archaic period, also known as the “Meso-Indian period,”
is the second period of occupation in the Americas (6000 – 1500 B.C.). The Woodland period
(1500 B.C. – A.D. 1700) is the third period of occupation. Geomorphological evidence indicates
that the landforms in the vicinity of Grand Isle are not more than 2,000 years old; therefore,
archeological sites older than the Woodland stage are unlikely to occur there. There is little
reason to expect that Paleo-Indian or Archaic remains will be discovered within the vicinity of
Grand Isle and so only the Woodland period will be discussed.
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Woodland Period (1500 B.C. – A.D. 1700)
The Woodland period of North America ranges from 1000 B.C. to A.D. 1700 and includes
the Early Woodland period (1000 B.C. – A.D. 1), the Middle Woodland period (A.D. 1 – 500), and
the Late Woodland period (A.D. 500 – 1700). In Louisiana, the Woodland period is composed of
five ethnic units: 1) Tchefuncte (500 B.C. – A.D. 100); 2) Troyville-Coles Creek (A.D 400 – 1100);
3) Caddo; 4) Plaquemine (A.D. 1100 – 1700); and 5) Mississippian (A.D. 1000 – 1700). These
groups span a time period ranging from 1500 B.C. to contact (Table 1). It was during the
Woodland period that ceramic vessels and clay objects first crafted by the same peoples who
Figure 6. Woodland period ethnic groups.

Ethnic Units

Start Date

End Date

Tchefuncte

500 B.C.

A.D. 100

Troyville-Coles Creek

A.D. 400

A.D. 1100

Plaquemine

A.D. 1100

A.D. 1700

Mississippian

A.D. 1000

A.D. 1700

also constructed burial mounds and temple mounds. Cultivation practices grew. Use of the bow
and arrow became widespread during the Troyville-Coles Creek, which is shown in the presence
of smaller projectile points (arrowheads). No Caddo sites are known in coastal Louisiana. Caddo
sites are confined to the northwestern portion of the state, and to nearby portions of adjacent
states (Goodwin et al. 2005: 34). There, the Caddo culture is not discussed in this section.
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Tchefuncte Culture (500 B.C. – A.D. 100)
The Tchefuncte period is characterized by the first widespread use of pottery (Neuman
1984). The Tchefuncte culture showed an increase in population and an intensification of intraregional relationships. The specific elements of Tchefuncte culture were identified at the
Tchefuncte Site on the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain in St. Tammany Parish (Ford and
Quimby 1945; Rivet 1973; Weinstein and Rivet 1978).
Within this period, Tchefuncte culture findings suggests the earliest widespread use of
ceramics in the Lower Mississippi Valley (Ford and Quimby 1945). Lacking local predecessors in
Louisiana, Tchefuncte ceramics may have originated from the Stallings Island and Orange
complexes of the Georgia-Florida coast (Speaker et al. 1986). Tchefuncte ceramic assemblages
include both plain and decorated wares with soft and chalky paste and they are hardened with
either sand or clay. A variety of vessel forms occur, many with flat bases or with foot supports.
Fabric and cord impressions, punctuations, narrow and wide line incisions, and simple rocker
stamping decorations commonly appear on these vessels.
Late Archaic or Poverty Point arrowhead types found in Tchefuncte contexts include
Gary, Ellis, Delhi, Motley, Pontchartrain, Macon, and Epps (Smith et al. 1983). Tchefuncte
groupings also include boat stones, grooved plummets, mortars, sandstone saws, bar weights,
scrapers, and chipped celts. Socketed antler points, bone awls, fish hooks, and bone ornaments
are also associated with Tchefuncte components.
Tchefuncte sites have been categorized as coastal or inland villages (Goodwin et al.
2005: 35). Settlements reflecting coastal adaptations are located near the slack water
16

environments of slow, secondary streams that drain bottomlands, floodplain lakes, and in
coastal settings (Neuman 1984). Coastal locations seem best suited for accessing fresh and
brackish water resources (Shenkel 1984). Inland sites were oriented towards the use of terrace
and floodplain habitats and their inhabitants were less reliant on brackish water resources
(Shenkel 1984). The majority of coastal Louisiana Tchefuncte sites are clustered within the
Pontchartrain Basin in the southeast, and around Grand Lake (Barataria Bay) in the southwest.
In the Pontchartrain Basin, the sites generally are situated on natural levees and a long beach
ridges.

Troyville-Coles Creek (A.D. 400 – 1100)
The Troyville-Coles Creek culture was first identified by Ford (1951) as a late Marksville
-early Coles Creek settlement. Troyville culture, named for the now largely destroyed Troyville
mound group in Catahoula Parish, emerged around A.D. 400. Troyville marks the end of a
general subsistence pattern that began in Archaic times (Gibson 1978). Two technological
advances associated with the early part of the Troyville-Coles Creek period that radically altered
prehistoric lifeways were corn agriculture and the bow and arrow (Smith et al. 1983).
Furthermore, the appearance of temple mounds and large ceremonial structures reflects the
emergence of religious practices (Smith et al. 1983).
During the Coles Creek period, the Native American population increased throughout
coastal Louisiana. This increase is reflected in both the size and the number of sites in the area.
Wetland niches exploited during earlier Tchefuncte times were reinhabited during TroyvilleColes Creek times; however, subsistence pursuits differed (Gibson 1978). Troyville-Coles Creek
17

subsistence was varied and adaptable to different locations. Smaller mammals and larger
aquatic reptiles and fish were consumed in great quantities during the later period. It has been
suggested that the bow and arrow led to a higher hunter success ratio during this period
(Gibson 1978). Fresh, brackish, and salt water environments were inhabited. Intensive use of
plants and clearing fields for agriculture contributed to a more sedentary community (Gibson
1978).
Settlement patterns in the coastal areas remained similar to those utilized by the
preceding Late Archaic through Marksville cultures (Jeter and Williams 1989). Coles Creek sites
were situated primarily along stream systems where soil composition and fertility were
favorable for agriculture. Natural levees, particularly those located along old cutoffs and
inactive channels, appear to have been the most desirable locations for communities to settle
(Neuman 1984). While there were regional differences between Troyville-Coles Creek
subsistence and settlement patterns, certain ceramic styles were widespread. Extensive
interaction with other groups living along the coast is apparent in Coles Creek pottery (Brown
1984). Coles Creek Incised ceramics are typical of this culture. They are characterized by a series
of incised lines placed below the rim of the vessel, and by a series of triangles impressed
beneath those incised lines. The number and variety of ceramics reflect an increase in the size
and complexity of the culture. As Fuller (1985) writes,
…there is an increase in the absolute number of components and in the size of
corre-sponding pottery assemblages assignable to the Middle Coles Creek period. This
change probably reflects a population increase and a broader range of adaptations to
the various settings in the region...
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Troyville-Coles Creek culture is further characterized by the construction of large flat-topped
pyramidal mounds arranged around an open plaza. These served both as burial mounds and as
building platforms. Structures built atop the mounds typically were constructed of wattle and
daub (materials used for making walls consisting of woven wooden strips called wattle and wet
oil, clay, and various other materials called daub). Areas located away from the ceremonial
centers consisted of circular houses. This pattern suggests a change in social, political, or
religious concepts. Gibson (1978) suggests that Troyville-Coles Creek sites having agricultural
emphasis bases required adjustments in main land relationships and in social and political
institutions. During Troyville-Coles Creek times, status probably was conferred by differential
access to prime agricultural lands.
Most large Troyville-Coles Creek sites contain one or more mounds. Troyville-Coles
Creek mounds typically are larger and exhibit more building episodes than earlier Marksville
burial mounds. Burials occasionally are recovered from Coles Creek mounds; however, their
primary function appears to have been ceremonial. At some Coles Creek sites, mounds are
connected by low, narrow causeways; sometimes, multiple mound sites are associated with
plazas. The complexity of Troyville-Coles Creek mound systems suggests a more complex social
structure; an authority structure and a large labor force must have existed to build, maintain,
and utilize these mounds. The authority structure probably consisted of a special religious class.

Plaquemine Culture (A.D. 1100 – 1700)
In the Lower Mississippi Valley, the Plaquemine culture emerged from Troyville-Coles
Creek culture by A.D. 1100. Plaquemine culture maintained the same lifestyles as the previous
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Coles Creek cultures, except that agriculture seems to have become more important
Plaquemine culture. Plaquemine ceramics were tempered with a variety of materials, including
shell, and brushing and engraving became the most common decorative techniques; however,
earlier decoration techniques persisted (Smith et al. 1983).
In addition, Plaquemine settlement patterns reflected dispersed villages surrounding
the ceremonial centers. These settlement patterns remained basically unchanged from earlier
Troyville-Coles Creek times (Smith et al. 1983). Rectangular house structures were constructed
of wattle and daub. The site locations favored natural levees and the margins of the alluvial
valleys. In southern Louisiana, the use of salt in the trade networks became an important part
of the Plaquemine culture.
In terms of its evolution, Plaquemine culture represents an indigenous development
that emerged from earlier Coles Creek patterns. Plaquemine peoples continued the settlement
patterns, economic organization, and religious practices established during the Coles Creek
period; however, agriculture, sociopolitical structure, and religious ceremonialism intensified.
Plaquemine sites are characterized by ceremonial sites with multiple mounds surrounding a
central plaza and by the presence of dispersed villages (Smith et al. 1983).
Quimby (1951) developed a trait list to characterize Plaquemine culture. These traits
included the construction of small, pyramidal (platform) mounds in association with an adjacent
plaza; mounds built in stages; square or circular buildings (temples) associated with mounds;
distinctive pottery assemblage characterized by a comparatively high proportion of plain
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dishpan-shaped Mississippian Culture (A.D. 1000 – 1700) bowls, jars with brushed decoration,
and plates with interior decoration (Quimby 1951).

Mississippian Culture (A.D. 1000 – 1700)
Mississippian sites in Louisiana typically are located along the extreme southeastern
coast and in an isolated pocket in the northeastern part of the state (Neuman 1984).
Mississippian culture continued to influence lifeways of southern Louisiana until contact with
historic European cultures.
Mississippian subsistence patterns were based on the civilization of corn, beans, squash,
and pumpkins, in addition to the collection of local plants, nuts, and seeds and the exploitation
of various aquatic and earthbound species. Major Mississippian sites were located in major
river valleys. These Mississippian settlements usually consisted of an orderly arrangement of
village houses surrounding a truncated pyramidal mound. The mounds usually served as
platforms for temples or as homes for the upper class, suggesting an organized and complex
social system.
Mississippian ceramics were characterized by shell tempering, which allowed potters to
create larger vessels with thinner walls (Smith et al. 1983). Ceramic vessels such as globular jars,
plates, bottles, and loop- and strap-handled pots were used by Mississippian peoples.
Decorative techniques included engraving, relief painting, and incising. Modeled animal heads
and anthropomorphic motifs also adorned ceramic vessels. Other Mississippian artifacts
included chipped and ground stone tools, hairpins, beads, gorgets, and mica and copper items.
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Historic Context
The purpose of the historic context in documenting a historic landscape is to establish
the context in which humans interacted with the landscape and how that interaction has
evolved over time. These interactions include social, economic, and political impacts.
Early Exploration

Although Hernando de Soto explored parts of Louisiana in the 1540s, it was not until the
French entered the region in 1682 that the first information was recorded concerning
Louisiana’s native population. At that time, five Native American tribes occupied southern
Louisiana: Natchezan, Muskhogean, Tunican, Chitimachan, and Atakapan (Kniffen et al. 1987).
The Natchezan, Chitimachan, and Atakapan will not be discussed because these tribes did not
interact directly with Grand Isle.
The Muskhogean peoples consisted of the greatest number of Indian groups (the
Houma, the Acolapissa, the Bayou Goula, the Tangipahoa, the Okalousa, the Washa, and the
Chawasha). The most prominent of these, the Houma, moved from west Mississippi to the
vicinity of Angola, Louisiana. Driven from the area by the Tunica, they settled in the marshes of
Terrebonne Parish. The Acolapissa once lived near the mouth of the Pearl River; however, they
subsequently merged with the Houma. The remaining tribes spread throughout southeastern
Louisiana. The Tangipahoa resided in various parishes in southeastern Louisiana; the Okalousa
lived in the upper Atchafalaya Basin; and the Chawasha and Washa occupied the area along
Bayou Lafourche. All Muskhogean-speakers engaged in hunting, fishing, gathering, and
subsistence farming.
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In 1706, the Tunica moved south from northwestern Mississippi and settled near the
confluence of the Mississippi and Red Rivers. The Tunica became important French allies during
the Natchez war of 1729 and fought the Yazoo and other tribes in 1731. When the French lost
political control of the region, the Tunica fought the British as part of the Pontiac uprising in
1763 (Pritzker 2000). They controlled much of the upper Barataria Basin along both Bayou
Lafourche and the Mississippi River. They were able to survive into the twentieth century
largely because of their inaccessible location.
While the Spanish were the first Europeans to claim the Louisiana region, sources
disagree on who first discovered the mouth of the Mississippi River. It was either Alonso
Alvarez de Pineda in 1519 or survivors of the Pinfilo de Narvfez expedition in autumn 1528. One
of the Narvdez survivors, Alvar Ntfiez Cabeza de Vaca, included a description of the mouth of
the Mississippi River and the southern Louisiana coastline in his account of the ill-fated
expedition. Historians agree, however, that the first European to explore the Louisiana interior
was Hernando de Soto. As De Soto led his expedition across the southeastern United States, the
explorers crossed the Mississippi River near present day Tennessee/Mississippi state border in
the spring of 1541. From that point, the expedition traveled westward, possibly as far as
Oklahoma, before returning to the Mississippi. De Soto died somewhere along the river
between Memphis and Baton Rouge in May, 1542.
Following de Soto's death, the survivors of the expedition unsuccessfully attempted an
overland trek to Texas in order to reach the Spanish settlements in Mexico. They finally
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returned to the Mississippi and journeyed downriver in seven "caravels." Vega includes the
following description of the boats:
Now our Spaniards made seven caravels, but not having an adequate supply of nails to
construct decks that would shelter them completely. They covered in each of them only
a part of the poop and the prow where they could place ship stores. In the center they
carried some loose boards which provided a floor, and by removing one of these boards
they were able to drain the water collected.
From the mouth of the Mississippi they set sail across the Gulf of Mexico. Following these
disastrous expeditions, Spain took no further action to strengthen claim to the Lower
Mississippi Valley; the Spanish left the region undisturbed for nearly 140 years (Davis 1971: 2728; McLemore 1973: 91-100).
Next to explore the lower Mississippi was a French expedition under the leadership of
Rene Robert Cavalier, Sieur de la Salle. La Salle traveled down the Mississippi River from its
confluence with the Illinois and reached its mouth in early April, 1682. He and his men made
camp roughly three leagues (9 nautical miles) from the mouth of the river and explored the
various outlets for the next few days. With assurances from the Native American tribes
encountered during the journey that they were in fact "the first Europeans who have
descended or ascended the River Colbert [Mississippi]," La Salle claimed all lands drained by the
Louisiana in the late seventeenth century with great river for Louis XIV, King of France, on the
expedition of Pierre le Moyne, Sieur April 9, 1682 (Davis 1971).
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Spanish maps show that explorers skirted the Gulf Coast at a close enough distance to
map the area, but did not explore the Louisiana coast line sufficiently enough to produce

Figure 7. Drawing of an 18th century frigate (Pearson et al. 1989).

detailed surveys. Their colonial attention was focused on Mexico (Evans et al. 1979). Not until
the French arrived in La Louisiane did the coastal area experience any significant European
exploration.

French Colonia Era
The French began colonization efforts in Louisiana in the late seventeenth century with
the expedition of Pierre le Boyne, Sieur d’Iberville, who departed France in 1698 with four large
ships and approximately 200 settlers. These ships included three frigates (Figure 2), the Marin,
the Badine, and the Francois, and one freighter, the Voyageur (the Sea, the Lighthearted, and
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the Voyager). Additionally, the party included several “biscayennes” (similar to Spanish
“caravels,” small, flat-hulled, masted ships) and feluccas (a small boat propelled by oars).
Iberville found the mouth of the Mississippi River in March 1699, but situated his headquarters,
Fort Maurepas, to the northeast at Biloxi Bay (Davis 1971). No maps or travelogues indicate
that this initial French colonizing party conducted any extensive reconnaissance of the Grand
Isle coastal area.
No significant evidence of coastal exploration exists until the mid-1720s. A map of the
Barataria region from 1722 could indicate that the “inland route” from the Gulf of Mexico to
New Orleans was in use during the early French period. Certainly, by the time Claude Joseph
Villars Dubrueil built a canal connecting the Mississippi River to Bayou Barataria, the alternate
route from the Gulf to the city was in use (Evans et al. 1979: 14). The area behind Grand Isle
was known as ‘Anse du Bois” (Bay of Woods).
Water traffic during the early French period, throughout the entire colonial period,
served as the primary means of both personal and economic transportation. Two different
types of boats were utilized for different types of voyages: inland water courses and marine
travel. For inland water travel, the French adapted the use of the dugout canoe, or pirogue,
from the Native Americans with whom they traded. These canoes were constructed of large,
single cypress trees, from which the hull was "dug." They also continued to use small bateau
boats (small wooden boats similar to a row boat) and the deep-draft, rounded hull chaloupes.
For overseas travel, either to other French colonies in the Caribbean, to the Atlantic seaboard,
to Africa, or to France, several different types of ships could be found. In addition to frigates like
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those brought with Iberville's initial colonial party, sloops, schooners, brigantines and barks
would have been common along the coastline.
The colony of Louisiana struggled economically. It had little industry or commerce and,
while the agricultural yield increased over the years, French Colonial Louisiana never became
self-sufficient. Added to the depressed economy were fears of native raids, shortage of proper
military support, and lack of aid from France. Following defeat in the Seven Years War, France
handed over the colony to Spain in 1792 (Goodwin et al. 1984: 20-21).

Spanish Colonial Era
Spain acquired the Louisiana colony west of the Mississippi River through the Treaty of
Fontainebleau, which was signed on November 3, 1762. Nevertheless, not until 1767 did the
Spanish assume control of Louisiana under Governor Alejandro O'Reilly (Davis 1971: 70, 105).
During the Spanish period, the first land grants down Bayou Lafourche were issued, with
settlement slowly inching toward the coast. Settlements started to develop in 1781.
Jacques Rigaud was the first to receive a land grant. Joseph Callet, Francois Anfrey, and
Charles Dufresne joined Rigaud over the next 6 years. At the time of their land grants, Grand
Isle was described as rather stark: "very low and devoid of timber, except [for] ... a chain of
small oaks....there are two houses on these islands [Grand Isle and Chenier de Caminada], kept
only for hunting and fishing, which abounds" (Don Jose de Evia, as quoted in Evans et al. 1979:
19). Rigaud grew cotton and sugar but primarily raised cattle, which he sold to New Orleans
markets. Rigaud reportedly used a fishing lugger to take his goods to New Orleans (Evans et al.
1979: 24). Colonization of region between the Mississippi River and Grand Isle prospered under
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Spanish rule. The historic Lafourche des Chetimachas settlement was located along the natural
levees bordering both sides of upper and central Bayou Lafourche between the present-day
communities of Napoleonville (Assumption Parish) and Raceland (in Lafourche Parish). In 1785,
four of the seven Acadian migrations brought settlers to the Barataria region. Although
agricultural people, the Acadian settlers of lower Bayou Lafourche supplemented their farm
production with fishing, hunting, and trapping necessities in the marshlands. The wooded
swamps offered timber resources for the more traditional occupations of shipbuilding and landbased construction. During the last years of Spanish colonial government, the first canals were
cut through the Lafourche marshes to aid these early settlers in their pursuits. Some canals
were dredged for farmland drainage, for trapping use, and others for access to navigable
waterways and to the port at New Orleans. Some of these early channels have been maintained
and improved through the years and remain in use today (Davis 1985: 150-152; Goodwin et al.
1984: 21-22; Speaker et al. 1986: 13-14, 57).
Smuggling became a major issue for the Spanish government largely because of their
colonial economic policy. Spanish legislation attempted to crush established French commercial
networks. Since a large percentage of Louisiana residents were of French descent and had been
residents of the colony for decades before the Treaty of Fountainebleau, this policy prompted
outcry from local inhabitants. As the local inhabitants sought to develop methods to avoid
Spanish authority, an extensive black market trade network developed in the Barataria area
during the Spanish period. Two artificial canals connecting the Mississippi River above New
Orleans to bayou waterways that flowed into the Gulf of Mexico, allowed smugglers to
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bypassed both New Orleans and Spanish duties. Because of this, the Barataria region witnessed
a rapid expansion of smuggling in circumvention of Spanish political and commercial legislation.

Territorial Era
As part of the negotiations leading to the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, Spain restored
western Louisiana to France, which shortly thereafter conveyed the Louisiana Territory to the
United States. On March 26, 1804, that portion of the Louisiana Purchase was designated the
Territory of Orleans. The following year, Orleans was partitioned into 12 counties. In 1807, the
territorial legislature reorganized the county system, further dividing the Territory of Orleans
into 19 parishes. Grand Isle, as well as the marshlands encompassed by Barataria Basin,
remained part of Orleans Parish.
Even after the United States assumed control of the Louisiana Territory, smuggling did
not abate; in fact, it could be argued that smuggling reached its peak, at least in terms of
notoriety. Grand Isle, situated directly on the Gulf of Mexico, was one of the bases of
operations for Louisiana's most infamous character, the pirate (or privateer) Jean Laffite. Much
of the historical sources used for research are considered controversial. Regardless of the
controversy, reliable evidence of Laffite's activities in southeastern Louisiana in general, and
Grand Isle in particular, is available. He is the namesake for a Louisiana town and a United
States National Park, and an intriguing historical figure.
Laffite was certainly active in Louisiana by 1805-06. He is reported to have had a
warehouse, a store on Royal Street, a warehouse on Chartres Street, and a blacksmith's shop on
St. Philip's Street, near the corner of Bourbon Street, all in New Orleans (Kendall 1941: 14;
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Ramsay 1996: 21). It is likely that he began his infamous career as a middle-man for more
notorious and hardened pirates, such as Vincent Gambi (or Giambi or Gamblo), Louis
Chighizola, and Renato Beluche, selling stolen goods in the city. By 1809, however, his role in
the economy of Louisiana began to change. Louisiana had been sold to the United States in
1803. By that time, sugar and cotton had replaced rice and indigo as the most profitable crops
in the territory, bringing huge profits to those planters who could produce large quantities.
Such production, however, could only be achieved with a large labor force. The Constitution
banned the importation of slaves to Louisiana from outside the borders of the country by 1808;
however, with an enormous influx of American planters into Louisiana, eager for their piece of
the plantation economy, the interstate slave trade simply could not meet the extraordinary
demand for bonded labor. Moreover, slaves sold in the markets in New Orleans cost $600$700, whereas smugglers charged $150-$200 (Remini 1999: 27). Jean Laffite obtained goods
and slaves from pirates and sold them to both consumers and commercial dealers for huge
profits.
Laffite became the "chief' of the band of "Baratarians," as the smugglers were called.
Several of the pirates had letters of marque from Venezuela, La Plata (modern-day southern
Peru), New Grenada, or Cartagefia. These letters presumably should have allowed them to
legitimately overtake and rob ships from countries unfriendly to the smugglers' "home base,"
namely Spain. In fact, the American government, by treaty with Spain, considered "every ship
fitted out in the United States to act as a privateer against Spanish commerce, no matter what
papers she possessed from other governments" to be a pirate (Kendall 1941: 17).
Consequently, the plunder from any such ship legally could not be sold in or through any
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American port, including New Orleans. In order to efficiently evade the huge American tariffs
and embargoes on both the slaves and goods pilfered at sea, smugglers needed a base of
operations away from regulations. Grand Isle, situated away from regulated areas, provided
such a location. The smugglers set up camp on the island, where they could unload and store
their cargo for more inconspicuous importation into the major Louisiana market.
Lafitte was a seasoned sailor and, in a shallow-draft boat such as a large pirogue,
flatboat, chaloupe, or push-pole barge, could navigate his way through the waterways of
coastal Louisiana. For a year or two, this was the primary means of distributing goods and
slaves confiscated by the Baratarians. Within a few years, however, legitimate merchants in and
around New Orleans began to complain of the smuggling in these parts to the Governor of
Louisiana, Governor Claiborne. The increased pressure led Laffite to adopt more inconspicuous
methods of distributing and selling his stolen loot. The Baratarians began to conduct auctions
along the coast, at Grand Isle, Grand Terre, Chat Island, and opened a warehouse outside of the
city, at a place called the Temple to hold auctions.
These accommodations outside New Orleans may have made Laffite and his fellow
outlaws less vulnerable to capture since it obviated the need to travel in and out of the city, but
it did not reduce Governor Claiborne's resolve to stop the illegal traffic. The conflict between
Laffite and Claiborne was heightened by the War of 1812, and the city's vulnerability to a British
attack by water. Washington City, present-day Washington D.C., had been captured and was
held by the British, and rumors of dozens of the King's ships in Gulf waters covered the front
page of the city newspapers. Lafitte warned the governor of the vulnerability of the city
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through the Barataria pass, and offered his services to help defend Louisiana. The governor,
however, remained wary of Laffite and his gang of Baratarians.
On September 3, 1814, a British sloop anchored off Grand Terre, and several members
of the British military approached the island in a dingy flying a white flag. They carried a letter
written by Lt. Col. Edward Nicholls, and endorsed by the crown, calling on Lafitte “and [his]
brave following to enter into the service of Great Britain” (Ramsay 1996: 49). Lafitte stalled the
British by requesting a few days to get his affairs in order. Whether he intended to assist them,
or was simply buying time is a matter of significant debate, although the latter seems more
likely. He wrote a letter to Governor Claiborne, again offering his and his gang’s services to
defend coastal Louisiana, and warning of the impending British naval attack.
The British navy, led by Lt. Col. Nicholls, attacked Fort Bowyer on the Gulf Coast.
Perhaps out of fear that Lafitte would assist the crown, the very same days as the skirmish at
Fort Bowyer, a fleet carrying the United States 44th Infantry Regiment drew up to the bar by
Barataria Pass. Led by a schooner Caroline, six gunboats, and the tender Sea Horse, 71 men on
the eight vessels prepared for the conflict. As a result, the Baratarians burned two schooners in
the harbor, and fled up the Barataria Bay in the collection of small vessels, along with the
several hundred customers on the island for merchandise. Commodore Patterson, leader of the
United States troops, reported capturing seven other schooners, one brig, one felucca, and 20
pieces of cannonade (Cusachs 1919: 423-425). By the time the Federal troops landed at Laffite’s
settlement, the majority of the residents had fled, and the leader himself was nowhere to be

32

found. Two of the schooners and the felucca were so damaged that the invading forces scuttled
them (Maygarden et al. 1995: 47).
Curiously by the time of the attack on Grand Terre, Governor Claiborne had significantly
softened his view of the Baratarians. He had heard of Lafitte’s rejection of the British offer, and
he asked Commodore Patterson to postpone the raid. In fact, Claiborne was distraught that the
raid had effectively eliminated the first line of naval defense of Barataria Bay, a primary water
approach to New Orleans. He immediately wrote to Andrew Jackson, suggesting that the
General take “immediate possession of Grand Terre” (Ramsay 1996: 59).

The Louisiana Purchase and Antebellum Economic Development
Much of the coastal region, along with lower Bayou Lafourche, was surveyed by the
Office of the U.S. Surveyor General during the 1830s and then resurveyed in the 1850s. No
structures were depicted on the researched survey plats; however, canals, cultivated fields, and
inland lakes appeared in several land claims. Petit Isle had a 17-acre lake on the north side,
connecting to “pass Rigaud.” That water-filled area, like of the marshland, grew in time. By
1850, most public sections had gone to the State of Louisiana under the U.S. Swamp Land Acts
of 1849 and 1850 (Louisiana Surveyor General 1857-1858; Wicker et al. 1993: 6). Grand Isle was
broken into five large tracts of land and five smaller tracts of land. The Rigaud and Anfrey
families owned half the island, along with Pleasant Blanch Cocke and Samuel Bolton Bennett
(House Document 1832, as quoted in Williams et al. 1992). The small tracts had been surveyed,
but apparently were not yet sold.
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Louis Chigizola also purchased property on the island, from Pierre St. Amant and
Francois Rigaud. Chigizola, who was known as “Nez Coupe” (Cut Nose) when he worked for
Jean Lafitte and the Baratarians, is widely believed to have introduced citrus farming to Grand
Isle (Evans et al. 1979: 35). Others like Valentin Encalada, grew sugar, while many continued to
raise livestock and fish commercially. The island remained sparsely settled throughout the
antebellum period.
This antebellum integration was certainly not average in Louisiana. Moreover, it led to
some equally unusual legal circumstances. Francois Rigaud, the only son of one of the original
landowners, inherited some land from his father, Jacques, to which he added some additional
land that he purchased from Pierre St. Amant. He married Adelaide Encalade, granddaughter of
another original Grand Isle land owner, and they had nine children together. When she died in
1825, an inventory of the joint property indicates that they owned "three pirogues with their
sails, oars, rudders and other appurtenances," (which more accurately suggest luggers), five
male slaves, and one female slave with her two children (Evans et al. 1979: 37). 27 years later,
Francois Rigaud began to sell small strips of his land to his children – including one parcel to
Myrtil Plessala, a free man of color and son to Rigaud. Plessala immediately gave Françoise St.
Anna, a free woman of color, permission to build a house on his property. It is not clear if St.
Anna was his mother, his lover, or if she was even related to him at all. Nonetheless, integrated
families were not unusual on Grand Isle (Evans et al. 1979: 38).
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Post-War Economic Development
Although the District of the Lafourche (headquartered at Thibodaux) was occupied by
Federal troops from 1863 through the end of the Civil War, the only apparent military activity
near Grand Isle consisted of the establishment of Confederate defensive positions along Bayou
Lafourche and at Fort Livingston at Grand Terre, located directly east of Grand Isle (Bergeron
1985: 198-206; Casey 1983: 20, 72, 102; Davis 1971: 253-265; Ditto 1980: 43, 48). After Union
forces captured New Orleans and Baton Rouge in 1862, military operations in Louisiana focused
along Bayou Teche and the Red River, west of Grand Isle, and along the Mississippi River. There
is no evidence of significant military activity; however, the proximity of Grand Isle to navigable
waterways, such as Barataria Bay and, most importantly, the Gulf of Mexico, would have
exposed the area to military movement.
After the war and Reconstruction in the South, commercial shipping reappeared along
the Gulf coast; however, this time the industry was heavily influence by foreign elements. The
new post-war traffic moved along coastal and direct routes to South America, Europe, the
Caribbean and the eastern U.S. markets (Laing 1974). Major U.S. ports no longer controlled the
Gulf commerce.
The large amounts of timber being produced in Gulf States were largely exported in
schooners, some reaching 300 feet in length. With the introduction of iron and steel in
shipbuilding, composite vessels of metal frames with wooden decks and masts were produced.
While the first iron-hulled schooner appeared in 1880, coastal trade was carried on in wooden
schooners until after World War I, because they were inexpensive to build and maintain
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(Wilson 1983). Until the competitiveness of railroads destroyed much of sailing's attractiveness,
passenger ships were considered more comfortable, faster, safer, and cleaner than wagon
travel. Sailing passenger vessels remained popular until the last quarter of the nineteenth
century (Wilson 1983).
The emergence of the cypress lumber industry in the late nineteenth century provided
the most drastic change in land use patterns since the colonization the Barataria region. The
Timber Act of 1876 provided the legal incentive for large scale lumbering practices throughout
the great cypress stands of Louisiana (Norgress 1947). The Barataria Basin contained plentiful
stands of cypress, and the Louisiana Cypress Lumber Company, founded by Joseph Rathbome in
1889, was the biggest harvester. Initially, the industry relied on the seasonal overflow from the
spring runoff to float the logs to the bayous until the Louisiana Cypress Lumber Company
pioneered the use of the pull boat. This increased the number of logs a company could float to
sawmills and allowed companies to float all year, instead of seasonally. The pull boat used a
steam engine that powered a winch with a chain that attached to the logs, dragging them out
of the swamp to a dead end canal where they were gathered into a raft. The Louisiana Cypress
Lumber Company was the largest cypress lumber company in the world in 1897 (Norgress
1947). By the first decade of the twentieth century the cypress lumber industry was in full
decline due to the exhaustion of the cypress stands.
Shrimping also emerged as a big business at the end of the nineteenth century. Like the
timber industry, the shrimping industry created unique settlements and contributed to the
basin's distinctive cultural environment. One type of shrimping involved seining, or dragging
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nets through shallow water, usually in Barataria Bay. Most of the shrimpers were immigrants
who provided labor by a system of indenture. They often held half ownership of the boat and
catch, but rarely made enough to cover expenses of the materials provided by the company.
The stilt shrimping villages and drying platforms
formed unique cultural configurations, inhabited
by fishermen from the Philippines and China.
Documented

Filipino

immigration

to

Louisiana began in the early nineteenth century,
although it is believed that settlers arrived from
the Philippines as early as 1765 (Espina 1979).
According to tradition, these early immigrants
were deserters who had been forced into labor on
Spanish

galleons.

Southeastern

Louisiana,

particularly the Barataria region with its insular

Figure 8. An illustration of a small lugger (Evans et al.
1979).

and estuarine setting, provided an environment not unlike parts of the Philippines. Indeed, the
origin of the shrimp processing technology utilized on the platform villages of the Barataria
region can be traced to the Pacific. Filipino fishermen had moved into Jefferson Parish by the
turn of the nineteenth century and established platforms constructed on stilts for drying
shrimp.
Although the majority of the residents of the platform villages were Filipino or Chinese,
French, Spanish, Mexican, and Irish immigrants also lived and worked on the Barataria

37

platforms. Because very few Filipino women lived on the platforms, there was a great deal of
intermarriage among the different ethnic groups. The layouts of the various platform villages
were similar. Each village consisted of a large central platform, from which ran plank walkways
to the individual houses and moorings. Planks lead from homes to the small boat landings and
to other buildings in the village. The platforms were the industrial centers of the villages. They
served as the processing locations for the shrimp caught by the platform's inhabitants or by
other Baratarian fishermen. The shrimp were boiled in huge iron cauldrons and then dried on a
100 to 200 square-foot platform (Schoonover 1911: 81). Caminadaville, was a Barataria
peninsula located just west of Grand Isle and east of Pass Fourchon. Following the destruction
of the once thriving fishing village at Caminada during the 1893 hurricane, many of its survivors
migrated to the first high ground they reached. This chênière, or oak ridge, evolved into the
hamlets of Leeville and Missville. After the Leeville hurricanes of 1909 and 1915, these
communities also were abandoned.
Old established families, like the Cheramies, Rigauds, and the Chighizolas (descendants
of Louis "Nez Coupé" Chighizola), who had lived on the island since its settlement in the 1780s,
began to dominate the permanent community again. They continued to earn their living from
the sea by fishing, shrimping, and cultivating oysters. Most of these families lived off the sea,
carrying their harvests to the markets of Golden Meadow, Raceland, Donaldsonville, and New
Orleans in luggers (Figure 3). Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth century,
vessels in the Barataria Basin did not change much; however, the early twentieth century saw
most commercial shrimpers, oyster luggers and trawlers switched to gasoline engines, and
later, to diesel (Goodwin et al. 2005: 71).
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The Gilded Age
In Grand Isle, the late nineteenth century was a period of economic change. As with few
parts of Louisiana, the effects of the Civil War had little impact on Grand Isle. The sugar industry
had already collapsed prior to the war and selling off land on the island created an economic
opportunity to develop the long-planned resort community. Hoteliers began flocking to land
sales to purchase land for development. Joseph Hale Harvey and Benjamin Marot converted
former plantation structures into tourist accommodations during the late 1860s and advertised
steamer excursions to the Grand Isle Hotel in order to improve business on his Harvey Canal
(Figure 4) (Goodwin et al. 2005: 71).
Resorts became more grandiose. In 1888, P.F. Herwig purchased lots on Grand Isle and
built the Hotel Herwig. The steamer Grand Isle and the steamer Joe Webre brought vacationers
to Joseph Krantz’s resort, introducing gambling to the island (Goodwin et al. 2005: 71). Because
of this and the construction of the Grand Isle, New Orleans, and Fort Jackson railroads, noted
writers Lafcadio Hearn and Kate Chopin began to write about the virtues of the island and
dramatically increased the island’s tourism business. In 1892, a group of developers built the
Ocean Club Hotel (Figure 8), a two-story Victorian structure over 400 feet wide, complete with
gambling, billiards, surf-bathing, tennis, bowling alleys, 160 suites, and an observatory (Evans et
al. 1979: 89).
In the fall of 1893, however, a devastating hurricane swept through the area, inundating
the island with 10-foot waves. Winds of up to 175 miles-per-hour devastated homes, hotels,
and boats. The eye of the hurricane passed directly over the Chenière Caminada and destroyed
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everything in its path. Although most of the structures lay in ruins, Grand Isle lost only 27
residents (Reeves 1985: 114).
Although the resort ideal did not come to its planned fruition, a more modest resort
community developed as a result. Charter fishing
businesses and small camps began to establish
themselves around the island. Highway 1, which
connected Bayou Lafourche and New Orleans to
the Gulf Coast, was completed in 1931 when a
bridge connecting the island was built (Goodwin et
al. 2005: 74). A mass trend of vacation camps began
springing up along the beach front, as well as plants
maintained by large oil companies.

Figure 9. The Demolle House (Grand Isle Historic Homes
Tour brochure).

Built Environment
As mentioned before, the early settlement of Grand Isle began in the late sixteenth
century. The Spanish Governor Don Bernardo de Galvez issued Jacques Rigaud, of Bordeaux,
France, 120 arpents on the eastern end of the long island in 1781 (Evans et al. 1979: 23). An
arpent, the French and Spanish method of land division, is equal to 192 feet. A French arpent is
2 to 4 arpents wide along a river bank by 40 to 60 arpents deep, while the Spanish arpent tends
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to be 6 to 8 arpents wide by 40 arpents deep. This method of land division provided each landowner with access to the river in addition to land that was suitable for agriculture. Over the
next 6 years, three additional land grants were issued to Joseph Caillet in 1782, who received a
15 by 40 arpents on the western portion of the island; Francois Anfrey in 1785, who received
the central portion of the island; and Charles Dufresne in 1787, who received 10 by 40 arpents
on the farthest western edge of the island.

French Colonial Architecture

The early inhabitants of the island would have had limited access to building materials
and would have used whatever was most readily available to them on the island. Additionally,
they would have constructed their homes in the manner they were most familiar with. French
Colonial architecture has two style traditions – urban and rural. Inhabitants of the island used
the rural tradition. This style of building is typically a one-story structure with narrow doors and
window openings having paired shutters, a steeply pitched roof – either hipped or side-gabled,
and stucco walls over half-timber framing (McAlester 2013: 179). More specifically, they are
constructed on a raised masonry foundations, the porch area above being supported by
masonry columns (McAlester 2013: 179). These structures may be raised above grade to reduce
the chance of flooding, which is something the settlers of Grand Isle would have had to deal
with. Half-timber construction refers to the system of wall enclosure in which the space
between the heavy posts is filled in with an infill. Common filling materials are brick, stone, or
bousillage – a mixture of mud and Spanish moss (McAlester 2013: 39). The use of brick as an
infill is called briquette-entre-poteaux, or brick-between-post (Figure 8). These filled spaces

41

between the timbers not only strengthened the structure but also provided insulation against
the heat and cold. Most houses were constructed with half-timbered walls. Any infill left
unprotected from the elements would likely disintegrate. To prevent this, walls were covered
with stucco or thin planks (Wilson 1968: 99).
Another characteristic of French Colonial
architecture is broad porches supported by
wooden columns under the main roof line. These
are constructed in one of two ways: “one or more
external walls can be omitted under the principal
house roof to give and inset porch; or an additional
roof can be added onto the principal roof to give a
small porch roof, which is entirely independent of
the main roof” (McAlester 2013: 52). The French

Figure 10. An example of brick-between-post
construction.

referred to this as a galerie.
French Colonial roofs are typically either side-gabled or hipped. A side-gabled roof is
described as two sloping planes supported at their ends by triangular, upward extensions of
two walls known as gables. The junction of the roof and wall occurs not in a single horizontal
plane, but at varying levels and angles from the horizontal. Hipped roofs are lower pitched and
uniform slopes on all sides (McAlester 2013: 180). Hipped roofs appear to be less common in
what historic homes still exist on Grand Isle.
Foundations were stuccoed brick, providing support for the half-timbered walls of the
main floor. Paired French doors, with small glass panes set above wooden panels, framed by a
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simple narrow surround and vertical board shutters hung on strap hinges covered the doors
(McAlester 2013: 122). The shuttered doors swung outward and inside doors swung inward.
French windows were paired wooden casements, which swung inward (McAlester 2013: 122).
The floor plan was typically rectangular, with four rooms (two bedrooms, a living area, and a
dining room) (Evans et al. 1979: 24). There are many examples of this style of architecture still
remaining in Grand Isle. One is the “Nez Coupe” house. Louise Chighizola, a Genoses, purchased
property on Grand Isle in 1818 (3 arpents stretching from the gulf to the bay) from Pierre St.
Amant and Francois Rigaud (Evans et al. 1979: 33). Evidence indicates the house had a hippedroof, covered porch, and Greek-Revival style fireplace mantel (Swanson 1975: 163). The
structure is no longer standing. Chighizola’s descendent Albino Chighizola constructed a similar
structure not far Louise’s home in 1888 (Figure 9). The home, which now belongs to Ethel
Chighizola and is known as the “Chighizola House,” is of the French Colonial-style and is a
steeply-pitched, side-gabled home with a covered porch, and three narrow, shuttered
doorways.
The Demolle House (Figure 7) is another example of a French Colonial-style home that
still stands on Grand Isle. Built in the 1880s, the building has a side-gabled roof with a steep
pitch, raised on a masonry foundation, with a porch overhang supported by slender beams and
paired French doors.
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Creole Architecture
A plantation is a large landholding, usually more than 500 acres, that concentrates on
the production of a single crop. It was a significant way of life for most in the south – plantation
owners controlled the economy and owned more than half of the black population of the state.
Louisiana plantations produced sugar, cotton, and tobacco, among other things and the
plantations on Grand Isle were no different. There were four plantations registered with the
U.S. Government located on Grand Isle.
The first plantation, owned by Francois Rigaud, was registered in 1833. An inventory of
his assets included, like most plantation owners, eight male slaves, one female slave, farming
and carpentry tools, cattle, and
three boats (Evans et al. 1979:
37). Rigaud’s home is described
as a house that “consisted of
two

rooms,

parlor

and

bedroom, and an attic where
the children slept. It faced the
Figure 11. The "Chighizola House" (Grand Isle Historic Home Tour Brochure).

bay and in ‘Creole style’ was likely surrounded by a gallery” (Evans et al. 1979: 37). Creole-style
architecture looks very much like French Colonial architecture. The distinction lies in the Creolestyle floor plan, which is asymmetrical and lacks interior hallways. The Creole-style structures in
Grand Isle had the addition of a gallery that was used as an area for socializing (Evans et al.
1979: 62).
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The Barataria Plantation was owned by Fernando de Colmenero and Mariano Ribas,
who purchased ten of Noel Barthelemy Le Breton’s easternmost lots that were adjacent to their
property (Evans et al. 1979: 45). At the height of its time, the plantation was 60 arpents
(roughly two miles) and harvested sugar and cotton (Evans et al. 1979: 45). It was the largest
and most productive plantation on the island. An inventory of Barataria’s property shows
Colmenero and Ribas owned one hundred slaves and built 38 cabins to house them. Slave
quarters were built in a similar manner to most French Colonial buildings. They were typically a
side-gabled structure with a steeply-pitched roof, covered porch, and a square or rectangular
floor plan. They may or may not
have been constructed using the
same

half-timber

frame

construction as other structures on
the island. No true example of this
kind of structure still exists on
Grand Isle.

Figure 12. The Ocean Club Hotel after the 1893 hurricane (Evans et al.
1979).

The main house, or the

“dwelling house,” of Barataria Plantation is described has having four rooms and a pigeonniers
(Swanson 1975: 160). The Creole-style building tradition is known for the use of pigeonniers on
plantations. Pigeons had value not only as a delicacy but as a source of fertilizer and denoted
wealth among Creoles in Louisiana.
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Resorts
At the end of the civil war, Grand Isle became known as a destination location. People
would travel by railroad or by steamer to the island to play in the surf, hang out on the beach,
or fish. But vacationers needed somewhere to stay. To accommodate them, hoteliers
developed large-scale resorts. Joseph Harvey, developer of the Harvey Canal, purchased the
Barataria Plantation and named it the “Grand Isle Hotel” (Evans et al. 1979: 73-75). Remodeled
slave cabins served as “family” cottages for guests (Ditto 1980: 85), keeping their same French
Colonial layout. The plantation’s former sugar house became the entertainment center and was
divided into two large rooms – the dining hall and the dance hall (Ditto 1980: 85). The
plantation home housed other guests, the
office, a bar-room, and the billiard room (Ditto
1980: 85). As tourism increased, the need for
more accommodations grew and The Ocean
Club Hotel was constructed in 1891 (Evans et
al. 1979: 89). The hotel, which was the largest
one on the island, was a two-story, E-shaped
building. It contained 160 suites, two dining
halls, a billiard room, a card room, pantries, a
kitchen, a laundry room, a children’s dining
room, and servants’ quarters (Evans et al. 1979:
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Figure 13. An example of a pigonnier. None currently exist
on Grand Isle.

89). The gentleman’s parlor was fronted by a wall of stained glass windows which could be
opened to allow entrance of cooling breezes and the hotel may have been lit by electricity via
the use of a generator (Evans et al. 1979: 89).
Hotel Herwig was constructed in 1888 by P.H. Herwig (Ditto 1989: 86). The building was
a large, two-story, plantation-style building fronted, by broad galleries with a steeply pitched
side-gabled roofline. The roof slope was interrupted by hipped dormers. A dormer is a subunit
that is added to the roofline to provide space, light, and ventilation to the attic, making it a
function space (McAlester 2013: 48).

Building Patterns
There are 14 properties that exist on Grand Isle that are deemed “historic” by the Grand
Isle Visitor’s Bureau: 1) Chighizola House;
2) Demolle House; 3) Old Ludwig Store; 4)
Crosby House; 5) St. Aubin-Rigaud House;
6) Adam Minnich House; 7) Robbin House;
8) Adam’s House; 9) Calliot’s Villa; 10)
Poche House; 12) Thayer Home; 13)
Valence Home; 14) The Oleander Hotel.
The buildings were all built between 1798

Figure 14. A map of the 14 historic properties on Grand Isle,
Louisiana (Thomas 2015).

and 1930.
To accomplish the task of mapping the historic buildings in Grand Isle, the United States
shapefile provided by the GIS 10.1 Tutorial was edited by using the “clip” feature in ArcGIS, and
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highlighting only Louisiana. The Jefferson Parish roads shapefile and the Louisiana Highways
shapefile were downloaded from Atlas, the Louisiana statewide GIS database, and imported
into ArcGIS (LSU Atlas).
To create the original dataset an excel spreadsheet with the 14 structures the Grand Isle
Visitor’s Bureau deemed
as historic properties was
created. The spreadsheet
included a name, a street
name, the longitude and
latitude
degrees,

in

decimal

and

the

approximate construction
date. To obtain address
Figure 15. Detail of the 14 historic properties located on Grand Isle, Louisiana (Thomas
2015).

information on the 14
structures,

Jefferson

Parish Assessor’s Office and the Grand Isle Visitor’s Bureau were both contacted. Grand Isle
Visitor’s Bureau provided information on 14 historic buildings. Once the buildings were located,
the longitude and latitude was recorded using a GPS unit. The information was inputted into
the spreadsheet and uploaded to an ArcGIS geodatabase. A feature class was created from XY
coordinates, thus creating the shapefile for Grand Isle historic properties.
The purpose of mapping the existing historic buildings on Grand Isle is to see if any
information can be pulled from those buildings that have survived over the course of the last
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200 years and if the information can tell us about human interaction with the island. From
analyzing the maps, it is important to note all of the existing historic buildings are located on
the center-most portion of Grand Isle. As mentioned before, an elevation difference of a few
centimeters can make the difference between inhabitable and uninhabitable lands. The centermost portion of Grand Isle has a slightly higher elevation than the rest of the island. A review of
aerial photos shows dense tree coverage in this portion of the island as well. This dense tree
coverage consists of a combination of oak trees and a variety of smaller vegetation. The fact
that no historic buildings exist outside the middle .27 square-mile portion of Grand Isle could
suggest that early settlers were aware of the potential dangers of settling on a barrier island
and chose to build on the highest elevations with the most tree coverage for some added
protection from hurricanes and storms. Because 14 historic buildings is not a significant sample
size, this research could be built upon by exploring historic Grand Isle parcel maps, should they
exist, to determine the approximate location of historic buildings in addition to the construction
dates for newer construction on the island. This information may give a better idea on just how
many historic buildings have been lost over the years and whether or not these buildings were
torn down or damaged by storms.
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Conclusion
Grand Isle is the largest of three barrier islands located in coastal Louisiana. The historic
landscape of Grand Isle describes significant physical, social, and economic adaptation. Its
layout, in terms of land use, placement of buildings, walks, beaches, parks, and communities
has changed since the island was first settled. Many of the islands original structures have been
removed or destroyed. Past, as well as current, residents are aware that Grand Isle will always
be at the mercy of nature. A barrier island’s purpose is to soften the blow for the mainland, and
Grand Isle is no exception. The town’s population increases significantly during the tourist
season and the economic impact of tourism is significant, in addition to the economic impact of
the oil and commercial fishing industries.
Human interaction with Grand Isle and the surrounding areas has changed significantly.
They have used the land for agricultural purposes, recreationally and commercially fished the
surrounding waters, and stripped the area of its cypress stands for lumber. The island has been
continually urbanized with the addition of paved roads, plumbing, electricity, and modern
development. There is also the issue of coastal erosion, which has had an adverse effect on the
island. But because coastal erosion and wetland loss is poorly understood, there is much debate
on what processes, both natural and human-made, contribute to it most significantly. The
inhabitants of Grand Isle, as well as other, have certainly had an impact on the landscape.
Because of the lack of research into the effects of various land uses on the land itself and how
poorly understood to processes of coastal erosion is, it is difficult to discern to what degree
human have impacted the island and its continued changes. What is significant about this
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research is the analysis of the still existing historic buildings and the information it lends to our
understanding of why the early settlers potentially choose to build in certain locations and how
those buildings have continued to survive over the last 200 years. Even more significant is the
visual evidence that in addition to humans having an impact on the environment but the
environment has an impact on humans as well.
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Glossary
Adverse effects
Occurs when a project may directly or indirectly diminish the integrity of an historic property by
altering any of the characteristics that qualify that property for National Register inclusion.
Specifically, if the project diminishes the integrity of a property’s location, design, setting,
materials, workmanship, feeling, and association, then there is an adverse effect.
Archeology
The scientific study, interpretation, and reconstruction of past human cultures from an
anthropological perspective based on the investigation of the surviving physical evidence of
human activity and the reconstruction of related past environments. Historic archeology uses
historic documents as additional sources of information.
Archeological resource
Any material remains or physical evidence of past human life or activities that are of
archeological interest, including the records of the effects of human activities on the
environment. They are capable of revealing scientific or humanistic information through
archeological research.
Architectural history
The study of architecture through written records and the examination of structures in order to
determine their relationship to preceding, contemporary, and subsequent architecture and
events.
Association
The relationship between a historic event, activity, or person and a cultural landscape.
Buildings and structures
A type of landscape characteristic. The elements constructed primarily for sheltering any form
of human activities are considered buildings. Elements constructed for functional purposes
other than sheltering human activity are considered structures.
Documentation
Drawings, photographs, writings, and other media that depict cultural and natural resources.
Ecosystem
Interrelated living entities, including humans and their physical environment.
Existing conditions
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The present physical state of a landscape.
Feature
A prominent or distinctive quality or characteristic of a landscape. In a landscape, individual
features are grouped under broader categories of landscape characteristics. For example, such
features as ravines, valleys, wetlands, and cliffs are grouped under the landscape characteristic,
natural systems and features.
Feeling
A landscape’s expression of the aesthetic or historic sense of a particular period.
Historic document
Any recorded information in any medium—paper, digital, magnetic tape, film, etc.—that has a
direct, physical association with past human event, activity, observation, experience, or idea.
Historic landscape
A landscape associated with events, persons, design styles, or ways of life that are significant in
American history, landscape architecture, archeology, engineering, and culture.
Historical context
An organizing structure created for planning purposes that groups information about historic
properties based on common themes, time periods, and geographical areas.
Historical significance
The meaning or value ascribed to a structure, landscape, object, or site based on the National
Register criteria for evaluation. It normally stems from a combination of association and
integrity.
History
Study of the past through written records, oral history, and material culture. Evidence from
these is compared, judged for veracity, placed in chronological or topical sequence, and
interpreted in light of preceding, contemporary, and subsequent events.
Incised
Marked or decorated.
Landscape characteristics
The tangible and intangible characteristics of a landscape that define and characterize the
landscape and that, individually and collectively give a landscape character and aid in
understanding its value. The term is applied to either culturally derived and naturally occurring
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processes or to cultural and natural physical forms that have influenced the historical
developments of a landscape or are the products of its development. Landscape characteristics
include the following: • Natural systems and features • Spatial organization • Land use •
Cultural traditions • Cluster arrangement • Circulation • Topography • Vegetation • Buildings
and structures • Views and vistas • Constructed water features • Small-scale features •
Archeological sites
Land use
A type of landscape characteristic. The principal activities in the landscape that have formed,
shaped, or organized the landscape as a result of human interaction. Examples of features
associated with land use include agricultural fields, pastures, playing fields, and quarries. See
also Landscape characteristics.
Location
The place where a landscape was constructed or the place where the historic event(s) occurred.
Natural systems and features
A type of landscape characteristic. The natural aspects that have influenced the development
and physical form of the landscape. The following may be included: · • geomorphology: the
large-scale patterns of land forms • geology: the surficial characteristics of the earth •
hydrology: the system of surface and subsurface water • ecology: the interrelationship among
living organisms and their environment • climate: temperature, wind velocity, and precipitation
• native vegetation: indigenous plant communities and indigenous aggregate and individual
plant features Examples of features associated with natural systems and features include
ravines, valleys, watersheds, and wetlands. See also Landscape characteristics.
Prehistory
The course of events in the period before recorded history.
Setting
The physical environment of a cultural landscape or the character of the place in which a
property played its historical role.
Structure
A constructed work, usually immovable by nature or design, consciously created to serve some
human activity. Examples are buildings of various kinds, monuments, dams, roads, railroad
tracks, canals, millraces, bridges, tunnels, locomotives, nautical vessels, stockades, forts and
associated earthworks, Indian mounds, ruins, fences, and outdoor sculpture. In the National
Register program, “structure” is limited to functional constructions other than buildings.
Topography
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A type of landscape characteristic. The three-dimensional configuration of the landscape
surface characterized by features (such as slope and articulation,) and orientation (such as
elevation and solar aspect). Examples of features associated with topography include
earthworks, drainage ditches, knolls, and terraces. See also Landscape characteristics.
Traditional
Pertains to recognizable but not necessarily identical cultural patterns transmitted by a group
across at least two successive generations. Also applies to sites, structures, objects, landscapes,
and natural resources associated with those patterns. Popular synonyms include ancestral and
customary.
Vegetation
A type of landscape characteristic. The individual and aggregate plant features of deciduous and
evergreen trees, shrubs, vines, ground covers and herbaceous plants, and plant communities,
whether indigenous or introduced. Examples of features associated with vegetation include
specimen trees, allees, woodlots, orchards, and perennial gardens. See also Landscape
characteristics.
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